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THE WATER-COBRA OF LAKE TANGANYIKA
By ARTHUR LOVERIDGE
Thoughmorethan70yearshaveelapsedsinceDollo describedtheeasternaquatic
cobra(Boulengerinaannulatastormsi),of itshabitsrelativelylittlehasbeenrecorded.
So far as authenticrecordsgo, its solehabitatis LakeTanganyika.There,at
KigomaandKaremaonitseasternshore,Mr. C. J. P. Ionidessecuredeightin 1956,
all of thembeingcapturedalive. Of theseeightthethreejuvenilestakenatKarema
weresubsequentlykilled, madeinto spirit specimensand sentto the M.C.Z.,
Cambridge,Massachussets,U.S.A. More recently-in August, 1958-Ionides
visitedMpulunguon theNorthernRhodesiacoastat thesouthendof theLake,
where,in lessthanafortnight,hecapturedanother25. Withcharacteristicgenerosity
Mr. Ionideshasplacedatmydisposaltheobservationsthathemadeduringthecourse
of theseundertakings.Theyaddsomuchto ourknowledgethatit seemstomethey
should,bypublication,bemadeavailabletoawidercircleof naturalists.
Thoughlargelyaquaticandnocturnal,occasionallythesebigsnakesmaybeseen
shortlyaftersunrisebaskingamongtherocksalongtheshore,beforereturningto the
waterwheretheyareactivetillabout10.30a.m. Duringmostofthedaytheyfrequent
crevicesin theunderwaterocksor, at Kigoma,amongthesubmergedsandbags
surroundingthepieratwhichthes.s.Liemba tiesup. DailyatMpulungufromthe
11th to27thAugust,cobraswerevisibleenteringor leavingcrevicesamongtherocks
belowandaroundtheLiemba,oroccasionally,before10a.m.orafter4p.m.,basking
whilestillpartiallysubmerged.Towards4 p.m.theyagainappearto becomemore
active.
Whenin thewater,exceptwhencomingup to breathe,aquaticcobrasappearto
spendmostof theirtimewellbelowthesurface. Theyseemshy,wary,andnot in
theleastaggressive,so thatthelocalpeopleshowno hesitationin bathingin the
hauntsof thesereptiles. Suchpowerfulsnakesaredifficultto dislodgefromamong
therocks,especiallyif theanteriorportionhasbeenableto securean anchorage
whenthetail endis seized. On beingcapturedan aquaticcobraalmostinvariably
spreadsitshoodandgapeswidely,butthereisnosprayingof venom.
Withasingleexception,allcobrastakenatMpulunguwerecaughtin theevening,
for thisis thetimetheytendto cruisealongthecoastalrocks-visitingonecranny
afteranotherbeforedepartingfortheopenlake. Suchbehaviouris in sharpcontrast
to theirreturnatdaybreak,for thenmostsnakesteera fairlystraightcourseto the
rocksamongwhichtheyusuallydisappearwithaminimumof delay.
On the23rdMay, 1956,when.inthevicinityof Kalalangabo,Kigoma,Ionides
observeda five-and-a-half-footcobraswimmingon thesurfaceof thelakewithhead
abovewater. In herjawswastheheadof a largefishshewaspropellingtowardsa
rock. On reachingherobjectivethesnakeemergedandwasengagedin swallowing
thefishwhenIonidesseizedher. Promptlyshedisgorgedherprey,spreada hood,
anddemonstratedwithwide-openmouth. Afterhercaptorhadpaddledashoreand
consignedthecobratoabag,hereturnedfor thefish,butit haddisappeared.
Anotherlarge~,takenat Mpulunguon the30thAugust,1958,wassentto the
CoryndonMuseumwhere,on the 9th September,1958,shelaid 22eggs. Yet a
third~,capturedat Mpulunguonthe17thAugust,1958,depositedeggsin September
at theChicagoZoo, BrookfieldPark, Illinois.
An exceptionallyinterestingobservationmadeby Ionideswasthepresenceof
ticks(Aponommalatum) infestingtheheadof a ~cobratakenat Mpulungu. For
identificationof theticksthecollectoris indebtedtoMissJ. Walker.
